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Field Crops Newsletter:

September 8, 2000

In General:
This has been a tough one, and hopefully it will soon be finished. Some of you may not want the season to
end, and I can understand that as well. This may be another year when there is not enough to go around.
Cotton:

I just thought I had seen wide yield variations in the past, but this year is producing some of the lowest yields
I have seen in many years, and at the same time some fairly good yields. Why are we seeing such extremes in yield?
Water shortage and high temperature are of course the first things that come to mind, and there is no question
this is a primary factor. However, I think we need to look not only at why our best land is producing less but why other
fields that normally produce well have fallen apart this year.
There are actually two trends we need to look at. The first is the one we always notice; the high-end yields.
These high-end yields will be somewhat lower this year for most fields, but I think we can easily attribute this to
drought and high temperature. The second is the trend of our lower yield levels; I believe these can be attributed in
large part to soil management and soil fertility.
When drought and heat stress are combined with poor soil management and marginal fertility the system just
cannot hold together to produce a crop. The weather has been the last stone thrown on the wagon that caused the axle
to break.
As you go about harvesting your cotton you will likely see fields that have produced fairly well and others
nearby that have not. Make notes on your field maps so you can go back later, or better still take soil samples in the
good cotton and the bad while you are there to determine what the differences are.
There is more interest in irrigation right now than in any year since I’ve been here, but from what I have seen
many of you have other problems that are much more basic than irrigation. The first one of these is likely soil acidity
or pH. Many of these fields need lime, and irrigation can’t fix this.
I will bet that some are willing to spend $500 to $1000 per acre to get set up for irrigation next year, but some
of the same people would hesitate before spending a tenth of this on lime. Don’t get me wrong here; irrigation is
fantastic, but it is not the first item on the list when it comes to growing crops in this area.
Speaking of lists, let’s make one and put a few of these things in some kind of order.
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.

Good drainage
Soil quality
A. Organic matter – from rotation and/or reduced tillage
B. Acidity - Apply lime to bring pH up to 6.0 or better
C. Nutritional needs – N,P,K,S,Zn,Bo,Cu, etc. – according to soil test
D. Compaction layers and/or fragipans
Pest management (weeds, insects, nematodes, diseases)
Variety selection
Irrigation

Some of you may disagree with me on the order of these things, and that’s only natural. You may
be right. I will probably debate with you on the first two, but the others are difficult to prioritize. Some may want to
add to or take away from this list, and that’s fine too; at least you are giving it some serious thought and that’s what I’m
after here.
Of course there are other important things like crop insurance, a marketing plan, harvesting efficiency, and
others that are more or less important depending on factors very specific to your farm. The main point is that just
because it was dry and hot this year does not mean that the priorities have changed. They may seem to have changed
temporarily, but the fundamentals do not change.
Some of our practices are great when fitted properly into the system, but they are often used as “cover-ups.”
High nitrogen rate is probably the most common of these. Throughout my career I have seen people increase their N to
extreme levels because their yields have dropped, when in reality some other problem is at fault; usually low pH or
high levels of nematodes. It’s easy to get into the same frame of mind about irrigation even though it is critical at
times. Correcting acid pH with lime is probably the closest to a legitimate cover-up because it can offset many of the
effects of nutrient shortage, and even reduce the effect of drought since it allows plants to develop good root systems.

It also allows natural systems, like the mycorrhizae some of you have heard me talk about, to do their best work.
Getting pH into the right range (6.2 to 6.7) is probably the quickest way to get yields headed back up.
A checklist for “fixing” a poor-yielding field might look like this:
____1. Fix the drainage.
____2. Lime to bring pH into the proper range (6.2 - 6.7).
____3. Raise the organic matter level with reduced tillage and rotation.
____4. Bring extractable P level to between 90 and 120, and K to 400 to 500, or at least work
toward these levels.
____5. Break up root restricting zones with low-disturbance implement like paratill or low-till
parabolic, in the fall. Also maintain a consistent traffic pattern to prevent re-packing
the soil any more than necessary.
____6. Avoid tillage prior to planting and during the growing season.
____7. Manage nematodes with rotation and nematicides.
____8. Get set up to irrigate.
Corn:

For most of you the main advantage for growing corn will be that you can grow cotton on those fields next
year. A few corn yields were good, but most were seriously lowered by drought and heat stress. It will be very
interesting this year to see just how much difference in cotton yield can be credited to following corn. Fields of cotton
following corn have looked good all year, but I don’t know yet how this will translate to yield. The usual yield boost is
about 200 pounds per acre, but I am expecting the difference to be even greater this year.
Soybeans:
Variety selection has been especially important this year, even more than usual if that’s possible. In some
cases a good variety has made the difference between fair yield and no yield. Irrigation has allowed yields to reach
high levels in fields where the soil was otherwise in good condition. The early-maturing varieties have again shown
their ability to avoid at least part of the drought stress by maturing the crop before the worst of the weather arrived.
No-till and minimum-till methods have been beneficial as well, allowing beans to more effectively utilize limited
moisture.
A few later maturing fields may have a chance to produce now that we are getting a little rain, but there is no
doubt they have been severely damaged already. Some have considered cutting soybeans for hay, but so far I have not
seen this done. In some cases I would not argue with this, but considerations about crop insurance and the government
program will likely cause combines to run even if the yield is very low.
In summary:
I had planned for this to be a short letter, but as usual I got carried away. I don’t have all the answers, and
neither does anyone else. The only point I have tried to make here is that we need to address the basics before spending
a lot of money on other things no matter how attractive they may seem.
As I was reading the Sunday paper, I ran across an article that discussed the use of crop insurance on cotton
in areas like ours. It sounds like some big changes are coming that may affect a lot of cotton acreage, especially in
counties that are part delta and part hill. Like most of you, I have watched this with mixed feelings. I am sure we will
hear more about this very soon. This situation could bring on some big changes.
Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

